Education Reform and the Political Safeguards of Federalism
Education Act (ESEA) required local schools and districts to comply with detailed rules about how to spend categorical funds, federal moneys were never before made contingent on a rigorous testing and accountability regime. By requiring annual testing and tying federal funding to student outcomes, the new legislation signaled a shift in the federal government's role vis à vis subnational governing bodies.
This shift in authority led some to question whether state and local governments' structural protections from federal overreaching are dead-at least in the field of public education. In The Political Safeguards of Federalism, Herbert Wechsler argued that because states' rights are preserved through the legislative process, the Supreme Court need not intervene to protect states from federal regulatory intervention. The legislative process shelters state autonomy, Wechsler argued, by ensuring that federal legislation must gain the approval of the Senate, which is responsive to state interests, the House, whose congressional districts are dictated by state legislatures, and the president, who depends on states through the Electoral College system. According to critics, congressional acquiescence in President George W. Bush's drive for top-down standards-based reform (SBR) demonstrates the failure of these traditional safeguards.
Beginning in the 1990s, the Supreme Court stopped deferring to federal regulatory authority and began striking down legislation it deemed overly intrusive. According to the Court, national political institutions had failed to protect state interests, thus necessitating a more robust role for the judiciary in preserving the delicate balance between state and federal interests.
Because federal legislators are under pressure to solve pressing national problems but are not responsible for implementation, they will inevitably pass the buck to state representatives by voting for coercive, unfunded mandates. Program, administrative progressivism, the ESEA, and the modern standards-based reform (SBR) movement culminating in NCLB. Specifically, I will draw on educational reforms of these four periods to explore the extent to which bureaucracy and the party system can successfully mediate disputes over the division of power between local, state, and federal government.
I will begin by comparing the role of bureaucracy in furthering or frustrating federalist aims in education governance under President Roosevelt's New Deal and President Johnson's Great Society. Then, I will consider the role of party politics in federal education reform, from progressives' attempt to depoliticize the field to the political consensus embodied in NCLB.
II. BUREAUCRACY AS A POLITICAL SAFEGUARD a. Bureaucracy and New Deal Youth Programs
Amid the flurry of federal legislation aimed at propping up a devastated economy during the Great Depression, there was a surprising paucity of support for general aid to public education. Despite professional educators' calls for federal assistance, President Franklin
Roosevelt was reluctant to provide financial support to existing state education agencies. He firmly believed that education should be controlled at the local level, and that federal aid could be used more effectively to tackle economic woes directly. Foreshadowing contemporary education reformers who question the marginal utility of aid to education, Roosevelt believed that the problems in education were "inevitably bound up with economic conditions" and so "[t]he best way for your national government to assist state and local educational objectives . . .
is to tackle the national aspects of economic problems." (Smith 1982) In keeping with this philosophy, the president backed New Deal programs such as the Interestingly, the New Deal-era youth programs described above do not fit into this Nevertheless, the president had to contend with a feeble bureaucracy at both the state and federal level. The U.S. Office of Education lacked the capacity to lead the reform effort, and state education agencies (SEAs) lacked the capacity to implement federal policy at the local level. (Graham 1984 ) (Ellis 1983, 358) 1 The federal officials on the Gardner education task force were left with one alternative: build up state-level bureaucratic capacity while simultaneously delegating to SEAs the authority to channel federal funds to local school districts. (Manna 2006) Title V of the ESEA emerged as the primary tool for building institutional capacity at the state level. The provision set aside a portion of federal funding to assist state education departments 1 According to Graham (1984) , the Gardner Task Force responsible for outlining President Johnson's education plan had little faith in the state education agencies: "If, from the elite viewpoint of the BOB, the Office of Education was a third-rate bureaucracy of report writers, statistics gatherers, and professional 'educationists,' the state departments of education were regarded by USOE and by many task force members with equal disdain."; Ellis (1983) notes that in 1962, only 10 SEAs had a total staff of more than 100, and 21 had fewer than 50.
in laying a bureaucratic foundation that could support the ESEA and other federal initiatives. By constraining local educators' flexibility and insulating SEAs from the local and state governance structure, Title I of ESEA arguably wrought a system based more on compliance and enforcement than on cooperation. Taken as whole, however, the legislation produced a system which, as compared with the administrative structure of the New Deal youth programs, better comports with Kramer's political safeguards theory. Three components of the ESEA support the theory that bureaucracy furthers the interests of federalism: mutual dependency, capacity building, and interest groups.
First, federal officials depended on local teachers and administrators-members of the education establishment-to implement the ESEA, whereas the New Deal administrators strove to insulate their programs from educators' influence. As noted above, federally-financed teachers and staff did not always work in tandem with other teachers, but the fact that the ESEA was embedded in the existing education system produced a more integrated bureaucracy as compared with the CCC. The federal government's dependence on lower-level administrators was further enhanced by the fact that the ESEA is a permanent federal program, as opposed to a temporary emergency effort in response to a national catastrophe. The permanence of ESEA in the national consciousness distinguishes the legislation not only from New Deal programs, but also from previous categorical aid programs designed to address an immediate contingency-for example, the National Defense Education Act of 1958, which was passed against the backdrop of Cold War. 6 Although the ESEA technically cast states and local agencies as the "servants" in a master-servant relationship, or as "agents" in a principal-agent relationship, the federal government's total reliance on subnational organizations enhances the power and autonomy of street-level bureaucrats. (Gerken 2009) 7 Because the federal government has no choice but to delegate power to experts below, state and local officials retain an informal veto power over federal policies and have some discretion in how they accomplish their task. As a result, policy outcomes are refracted through a set of "institutional priorities, capacity, management preferences, and demands." (Gerken 2009 presidency. At that time, the education establishment vociferously protested the New Deal strategy-but did so as an outsider to the system. Although their outsider status gave them the freedom to speak openly against the federal government and left them "untainted by any association with the policies they were criticizing," educators and administrators suffered from a lack of "knowledge of the system and personal relations with the people best positioned to change the policy." (Gerken 2009 ) Because educators were not embedded in the CCC educational programming, they perceived every advance made by CCC advisors as an incursion on their domain in a zero-sum competition for control. Although the Johnson administration 8 Metzger (2008) argues that "agency structure also appears relevant, with regional offices offering an opportunity for developing closer state-federal relationships and sensitivity to state interests. Such close relationships may create internal agency support for paying attention to state needs that could counterbalance the states' loss of external access to federal decision makers." expressed lingering doubts as to the states' willingness or ability to fulfill Title I's anti-poverty goals, the federal government had made considerable advances by the 1960s toward a federalstate cooperative partnership. Paul Manna has described how modern iterations of federal intervention in education are better characterized as a process of "borrowing strength" whereby the federal government builds capacity at the state level and then relies on states to implement policy. He argues that construing federal-state relations as a zero-sum game misses "the ways federalism can enable actors at all levels of government simultaneously." (Manna 2006 ) The Johnson administration's focus on capacity building and its willingness to delegate a degree of control to state and local actors produced a degree of collaboration, and enabled the federal government to rely more heavily on state agencies leading up to the SBR movement.
Finally, the ESEA categorical approach produced a plethora of interest groups that were previously excluded from education policymaking. Once offered a voice in the process, these constituencies fought to retain their gains, and thus emerged as an enduring fixture in the education landscape. Newly empowered interest groups further strengthened the balance of power between various bureaucratic levels by both exploiting their differences and reinforcing similarities. Constituencies seeking to further their educational goals benefit from multiple access points to the educational bureaucracy. If they disagree with federal policy, interest groups can exploit and thereby reaffirm the vertical separation of power between federal and state administrative agencies. Conversely, interest groups who lobby in favor of a particular policy at the local, state, and federal levels forge ties with sympathetic administrators throughout the system, thus enhancing the interdependency of multiple layers of the system.
III. PARTY POLITICS AS A POLITICAL SAFEGUARD
In the same way that bureaucracy forges ties between federal, state, and local officials, education is a thoroughly political issue wrapped in a thin apolitical veil. In this section, I will consider the role of party politics in three waves of education reform: First, I will focus on administrative progressives' attempt to strip education of its political roots so as to confine the field to the realm of experts. Second, I will discuss President Johnson's effort to reinsert politics into education by advocating for federal aid as a hallmark of the Democratic Party platform.
Lastly, I will discuss Republican presidents' evolving education strategy, which culminated in a legislative compromise-NCLB-that broke the Democrats' monopoly over the politics of education. These three eras serve as a helpful comparative sample for testing Kramer's political safeguards theory because they indicate the gradual politicization of the field of education over the last century.
a. Party Politics and Administrative Progressivism
School governance reformers associated with the administrative progressive movement began in earnest to dismantle the political spoils system in education at the turn of the twentieth century as part of an overall effort to establish professional control over education. (Ravitch and Vinovskis 1995 (2001) writes, "Educational Progressivism . . . always has had a dim view of politics. Despite their claims to neutrality, Progressives favored a particular style of politics. This political belief system can be aptly called professional autonomy . . . . By formally separating school boards from municipal government in most jurisdictions, Progressives made possible the operation of school systems under strong professional influence. They sought an institutional framework that would assure less of a role in our schools for corrupt politicians, the parochial interests of neighborhoods (compared with the broader community), and the self-interests of parents." 10 School administrators saw themselves "as the embodiment of the public interest, its vigilant protector." (Cibulka, 2001) By the 1950s, the progressives' cult of professionalism gave way as those outside the education establishment began to question the effectiveness of the existing system. Public support for federal aid to education swelled after the Soviets launched Sputnik in 1957. A pervasive sense that the U.S. was slipping behind galvanized reform efforts in the area of math and science, leading to passage of the National Defense Education Act (NDEA). (Cibulka 2001) To implement the NDEA, the federal government channeled funding through non-governmental agencies, thereby circumventing the professional-dominated SEAs. Like the New Deal youth programs before it, the NDEA was therefore designed with an eye toward decreasing the "establishment's" influence over federal aid.
Although the 1950s-era reforms loosened the professionals' stranglehold on policymaking, the influence of party politics did not gain momentum until the 1960s. Politicians were reluctant to take a strong stance on education prior to the 1960s in part because the political coalitions making up the Democratic and Republican Parties were sharply divided over the issue of federal aid. In The Limits of Reform, Gilbert E. Smith traces a series of bills in support of federal aid for education that failed as a result of political stalemate. (Smith 1982) Prior to the ESEA, the "three Rs"-race, religion, and Reds-repeatedly stymied action at the federal level: rights advocates' fear of the "Reds" was diminished by the emerging consensus in the 1960s that the federal government had an important role in fighting poverty and protecting minorities from prejudiced state institutions. By focusing the legislation on aid for disadvantaged children, 11 Thomas (1975) writes, "The Civil Rights Act of 1964 furnished another weapon in the campaign for desegregation. Title VI of that landmark statute required federal officials to terminate financial assistance to any state or local government practicing discrimination in programs or activities receiving federal funds." 12 President Johnson's approach built on the "child benefit theory," articulated in two Supreme Court cases which held that providing aid to parochial schools does not violate the establishment clause of the First Amendment as long as the primary effect of the aid is to benefit the child rather than a religious organization. Democrats' court and brought "stalemate, sullenness, and 'conventional warfare,' rather than grand new strategies and cataclysmic battles." (Finn 1983, 392) If the president had instead embraced education's new status as a deeply political issue and formulated a set of distinctly 13 Elmore and McLaughlin (1983) urge against the temptation to believe that one can simply "return to an earlier, simpler era" by sharply reducing federal involvement. 
IV. Conclusion
The long-running debate over the federal role in education reform seems to have shifted from whether to how much. Depending on where one falls on the political spectrum, the supposedly staggering increase in federal power may be a positive or negative development.
And yet, before giving up the federalist system for dead, it is important to identify the built-in mechanisms that preserve the delicate balance between state and federal authority. By applying the political safeguards theory to the question of federal intervention in education, I have shown that bureaucracy and party politics have produced a mutual dependency that in turn protects state sovereignty. The applicability of Kramer's theory to the field of education should reassure those for whom federalism is of primary concern. However, this discussion begs the question of whether the safeguards of federalism are a good thing. The bureaucratic and political shields against federal encroachment might protect state jurisdictional control to the detriment of individual students, or at the expense of a national consensus about the underlying purpose of public education.
